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Abstract 
This paper presents April, a virtual learning environment specifically devoted to language learning. April stands for: 
Ambiente Personalizzato di Rete per l'Insegnamento Linguistico. The April project develops two main research 
topics: the social aspects of web 2.0 and NLP resources and tools for language learning. Formal and informal 
language learning are integrated in respect of the principles of interaction and authenticity, as key-points of SLA, 
within the most usable virtual learning environment. Diverse theoretical and technical competences are required in 
order to answer different needs.  
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1. Introduction 
The web is a social more than a technological environment. Web 2.0 meets the main key points of 
SLA: authenticity and interaction. However, these have to be integrated into a virtual learning 
environment providing learners/users with the most usable platform in which communication is dynamic, 
constant and clear. In fact, communication between the environment and the user corresponds to 
communication between learners and tutor/teacher, and the more interactive the environment is, the more 
effective and motivating the learning process will be.  
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From this point of view, interaction is understood as a wider concept, going beyond the social aspects 
of Web 2.0 and the tools that the Internet provides. Interaction is the requirement for usability, where 
usability entails clearness and effectiveness. The first step in planning didactic contents within a formal 
environment is to gain a general view of the web site as it is seen by the user/learner. This is why we 
developed a totally user-customized interface, stressing specific adjustments in terms of usability and 
design. 
Once the design is individuated, another dilemma is to be solved. The web permits the use of a large 
range of resources for native speakers. However, studies support the assumption that acquisition of a 
second language is more effective if authentic input is comprehensible input. The most relevant 
consequence is that a careful process of adjustment of authentic language extracts is needed, including 
elicitation first and debate afterwards. Cultural and social aspects of the Italian language are particularly 
motivating for learners at a distance, as they can interact and negotiate meaning. This includes research on 
realia, which encourage students to use the target language within an intercultural context and through a 
cultural approach. Developing such authentic contents therefore requires creativity, balance and research. 
It can be really useful to share planned content and to debate them to get the best from the resources the 
Internet provides. 
For this reason, April also contains an informal language learning environment. Elledueò 
(http://elearning.unistrapg.it/l2o/) is halfway between a repository and a social network. It is a repository 
of language contents and resources, also providing learning objects for learners. Here, teachers of Italian 
as a second language insert planned contents: every kind of media can be embedded, tagged and 
discussed. The added merits of such a tool include constant interaction in discussing the use of the 
teaching tools in the network.  
Finally, part of the April project is LELE, an environment devoted to enhance linguistic competences 
based on natural language processing tools. The method will be explained in the following paragraph. 
2. Method 
The project addresses two main integrated research topics: 
 
x The use of Web 2.0 and its social and interactional features in language learning. April is a web-
based learning environment, and this places the project in a dimension focusing on human 
interaction rather than on technology (Sigala, 2007). The web is in fact a social more than a 
technological environment (Tapscott & Williams, 2006). This perspective is involved in the 
development of a formal language learning environment devoted to Italian language teaching as 
well as in the informal language environment called L20, a social network and a repository of 
Italian language teaching contents. Our research aims to integrate formal and informal learning into 
a unique virtual language learning environment. The former concerns content planning, the latter 
concerns content sharing. As for the social aspects, the web meets some of the well-established key 
points of SLA research (Newstead, 2007): in an online social environment, for example, learners 
can interact and negotiate meaning in the target language, in both spoken and written form, using 
authentic texts; in this task, they can also use context to produce utterances appropriate to a real 
situation and to real participants. Starting from this assumption, our aim is to simulate a virtual 
native-speaker-like language environment in respect of the principles of interaction and authenticity 
within the most usable framework. In doing that, we need a work team where diverse technical and 
theoretical skills are balanced and put together. User interface, content management and 
instructional design are developed by research and studies defined by proper usability tests. Focus is 
on usability, which generally speaking corresponds to clearness of assignments and evaluation. 
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Adjustments concerning usability are designed to provide learners with an autonomous and ‘self-
directed’ learning. As far as evaluation is concerned – a priority in language learning in terms of 
motivation and effectiveness – we developed a renewed feedback system based on a dynamic and 
constant interaction between the platform and the user, i.e. interaction between tutor/teacher and 
learner.  
x The development of natural language processing resources and their integration in the online 
learning environment (Monachesi & Westerhout, 2008; Spina, 2010) is the second research topic. 
NLP resources (databases, dictionaries and lexical tools) allow the integration of structured 
linguistic data, typically extracted from corpora, with other Web 2.0 social tools. This combination 
can create innovative methodologies for ‘social natural language processing’. Starting from written 
texts presented in the learning environment, NLP tools can:  
- automatically recognize and highlight specific lexical items (such as collocations) and associate 
them with lexical information such as definitions, part of speech and examples of use (receptive 
level); 
- provide a student-generated open glossary, where students can add, define, comment and re-use 
new lexical items found in texts (social and productive level); 
- generate tests to assess the vocabulary competence of second language students (teacher tool). 
LELE (linguistically-enhanced learning environment) is the virtual environment for these tools, 
developed to provide language learners with additional NLP resources in order to improve their linguistic 
competence. In a specific area of our VLE devoted to the study of vocabulary, learners of Italian as a 
second language can perform receptive and productive learning activities concerning the recognition and 
the active use of specific vocabulary categories, such as collocations and academic vocabulary.  
3. Conclusions 
Three different learning environments have been developed in order to provide learners with diverse 
language resources: a formal environment which respect the principles of authenticity and interaction 
within the most usable context; an informal environment where content and learning approaches can be 
discussed; and an environment which provides tools for linguistic research based on NLP tools and 
studies. April is a work in progress, but we aim to connect these three environments into a single interface 
with emphasis on human interaction and the learners’ perspective. Our experience confirms that on-line 
courses cannot originate without collaboration and work team.  
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